Consanguinity in two Uruguayan cities: historical evolution and characteristics (1800--1994).
Information about consanguinity in Uruguay is scarce and limited to the end of the 20th century. To determine the frequency and characteristics of consanguineous marriages, as well as chronological trends, in two Uruguayan cities over almost two centuries. We analysed 28,393 Roman Catholic Church marriage records and Diocesan consanguinity dispensations belonging to the cities of Melo (Northeast), and Montevideo (South), for the period 1800--1994. 633 (2.23%) marriages were consanguineous. Among them, first cousin marriages were the most common (58.8% of all consanguineous marriages, including double consanguineous), especially those where the bride and groom were related through their maternal side. During the first decades of the 19th century both regions showed low levels of consanguinity. Consanguinity reached its maximum during the mid-1800s and decreased significantly throughout the 20th century. The overall mean coefficients of inbreeding were moderate in both cases, being greater in the Northeast (alpha=0.00165) than in the South (alpha = 0.00089). The low level of consanguinity as well as the structure of consanguineous marriages (distribution by degrees) is similar to that found in other southern South American countries. Temporal trends are similar to those found in industrialized regions in Europe, with maximum inbreeding levels during the middle-late 19th century; however, the clear predominance of first cousin unions, differs from most of the data for European countries. Small differences between the two cities can be related to diverse facts, such as socio-economic conditions, ethnic origin, immigration, and sampling.